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This dress was just blowing in the wind. It just 
looked so free in one way but also terrifying in 
another, almost like somebody was jumping out 
the window. What would make somebody go 
down the path of suicide? I do a one-man play 
that is 75 minutes long. I wanted to have a 
continuous scroll with the names of all who had 
died in prison. Too many names, 75 minutes 
wasn’t enough time. It’s a lot of people, and a lot 
of those deaths were preventable.

—Patrick
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1. Introduction

COLLABORATING CENTRE FOR PRISON HEALTH AND EDUCATION
The Collaborating Centre for Prison Health and Education (CCPHE) is committed to encouraging and facilitating 
collaborative opportunities for health, education, research, service and advocacy to enhance the social well-being 
and reintegration of individuals in custody, their families and communities. We are based out of the School of 
Population and Public Health at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, BC.

The importance of engaging with and taking direction from people who have experienced incarceration 
underscores all our work. We use community-based participatory research approaches to engage impacted 
communities in all phases of research, and strengths-based approaches to utilize and grow the skills, knowledge, 
resilience, and abilities of people with incarceration experience.

TRAUMA AT THE ROOT: EXPLORING PATHS TO HEALING WITH FORMERLY 
INCARCERATED MEN
CCPHE, in partnership with the John Howard Society of Canada, has received funding from the Vancouver 
Foundation and Health Canada’s Substance Use and Addictions Program for this five-year project. The overall 
goal of this project is to foster resilience among men who have been incarcerated and equip them with a greater 
capacity to understand and manage traumatic stress and its relationship to substance use.

To achieve our goal, we are engaging formerly incarcerated men to develop and pilot test a health literacy resource 
that will raise awareness of trauma and resilience, and how they relate to substance use. We will explore how 
men want to foster resilience and how men perceive the effects of trauma and resilience on their inter-personal 
relationships, their incarceration and reintegration experiences, and their help-seeking behaviour. 

The following sections highlight the key concepts that inform our project objectives and our approach to engaging 
formerly incarcerated men in the project. 

“Ex-cons can be the most creative, thoughtful 
thinkers. They just made mistakes in their lives. 
A photovoice project can help change people’s 
minds about us.”
—Richard
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2. Background on Trauma and Resilience 

TRAUMA AND INCARCERATION
Research indicates that men who have been incarcerated are more likely to have experienced trauma, particularly 
in childhood, compared with the general population.1 2 The experience of incarceration itself is also emerging as 
a recognized form of trauma, with well documented impacts on physical and mental health.3 Trauma and the 
coping strategies many men rely on (e.g., substance use) frequently remain unaddressed as men move between 
correctional institutions and the community.4 The trauma of incarceration, lack of continuity of care when entering 
and leaving prison, and difficulty accessing health services in the community can compound the ill-health of men 
and inhibit community reintegration following prison release.

STIGMA
Stigma associated with incarceration and substance use can create additional barriers for men during the 
process of reintegration. Stigma is a set of negative attitudes or beliefs about a person or group of people that 
fail to acknowledge their strengths. Stigma is often accompanied by intersecting forms of discrimination that 
cause further harm by reinforcing stereotypes, which can prevent people from progressing or changing. For men 
who have been incarcerated, the impacts of stigma can be concrete such as exclusion from family relationships, 
unemployment, inability to gain custody of children 
or to access housing.5 6 7 Stigma can also become 
internalized, leading men to believe the negative 
attitudes, and feel the weight of the judgements and 
exclusions. This can lead to feelings of hopelessness 
and a return to substance use as a coping strategy. 

TRAUMA, STIGMA, AND GENDER
Trauma, stigma and gender are tightly interwoven in 
shaping the way men respond to stress and seek help. 
Dominant masculinities, or cultural ideas of what it 
means to be a man, can include being tough, protective, 
risk-taking, brave, and unemotional. These traits, 
when absorbed, can lead to aggression, conflict, and 
diminished help seeking. Men who have experienced 
trauma are therefore often unable to ask for help 
and instead engage in risky coping behaviours. For 
example, there is more substance related harm and 
death among men, compared to women, as a result 
of overuse, misuse and overdose.8 In BC, most non-
Indigenous deaths by overdose are among men, who 
die alone. This indicates the impact of difficulties with 
help-seeking and risky use.

Stigma associated with trauma, incarceration, and 
substance use can create additional barriers for men 
to disclose and seek support to manage the impacts of 

The green door reminded me of solitary 
confinement. A place where I was told on initial 
incarceration I would never ever see and would be 
sheltered from. I was thrown into solitary 
confinement many, many times. The longest was 
59 days and I was scheduled to die in there. This 
is where the post-traumatic stress disorder 
comes in. I witnessed six suicides and one 
homicide with these eyes in prison, young men 
that shouldn’t have died. Haunts me to this day 
but I survived it.

—Guiseppe
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trauma. Therefore, to support men in overcoming these 
barriers to improve help-seeking, it is important to take 
a gender-specific and trauma-informed approach. This 
means raising awareness of trauma and its effects, 
creating safety and trust, creating opportunities for 
choice, collaboration and connection, and focusing on 
strengths-based skill building. 

FOSTERING RESILIENCE
Resilience, or the ability to recover from stress, is an 
important skill set for men to build as they improve 
their capacity to seek help. Resilience is not simply 
about being strong in the face of adversity, but being 
flexible and adaptable to your environment. As men 
increase their awareness of trauma and its effects, they 
can begin to develop skills that can help manage their 
responses to stress and promote improved self-care. 
To foster resilience, men who have been incarcerated 
may benefit from engaging in strengths-based activities 
and identifying their own interests, powers, and 
abilities to manage stress. This can include accessing 
support from other men who have gone through similar 
experiences, such as being incarcerated. This creates 
greater connection and sense of community and can 
enable men to support other men as well. 

Ultimately, fostering resilience can improve the capacity to manage traumatic stress, which supports men to resist 
stigma and manage substance use.

The resilience of this tree, it’s been through so 
much but it’s still there. You can just see the age 
on it, like an old face. When you see somebody 
who has ruggedness to their cheeks or scars, you 
can tell they lived a life. How many wind storms 
has this tree been through and how close it came 
to being knocked down.  They even put up a sign 
to not climb on it, it deserves respect.

—Patrick

“I think any person using art to whatever degree 
helps them grow as a person. It’s going to help 
them become more aware, stepping away from 
the life they lived. It helped me want to stop the 
cycle and stay living on the outside.”
—Patrick
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3. Photovoice Methods
The Trauma at the Root project included a participatory 
photography component, utilizing both photovoice 
and photo elicitation methods, to improve our 
understanding of how men perceive the impact of 
trauma and resilience in their lives. 

Photovoice is a participatory qualitative research 
method that can empower participants to document 
and share their stories in a public forum. This strengths-
based approach can promote critical dialogue about 
issues important to participants in order to reach 
policymakers.9 By taking on the role of photographer, 
participants become actively engaged in the process 
of data collection, analysis, and dissemination. Photo 
elicitation is the process of using photographs to guide 
research interviews.10 When paired with a photovoice 
project, photo elicitation interviews provide an 
important opportunity to explore participants’ photos in 
greater depth. 

Photovoice paired with photo elicitation can be a 
powerful tool to engage men to share aspects of 
their lives they might not normally discuss, such 
as self-health.11 Photovoice has the potential to 
be de-stigmatizing, through sharing and reframing 
participants’ lived experiences.12 As a research method, 
it shifts knowledge translation away from academia 
into the public realm, through exhibits and other 
photography-related media. 

For men who have been incarcerated, photovoice can amplify their voices and support them in sharing their 
stories. This has the potential to challenge stigma and transform the often-negative perceptions of men who have 
been to prison. Participating in a photovoice project is an opportunity for men to engage in a creative activity 
through learning photography and gaining new skills through the role of co-researcher.

“So the world didn’t change, the way I 
looked at it did.” 
—Jason

I was at my worst in this building but it was also 
the beginning of my recovery journey. I still 
remember the day I walked out that front door, 
literally turning in circles. Wanting to get high 
again but I didn’t want to go hustle the money. I 
never kept my place clean. I never kept myself 
clean. I was in terrible state. And I finally made 
that decision, “You got to stop this or you’re going 
to kill yourself.” I didn’t want to be remembered 
for that. I want to be remembered for the work I’m 
doing now.

—Richard 
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4. Shifting Focus Project

INTRODUCTION
Shifting Focus: Snapshots of Resilience photovoice project took place between February and October 2020. The 
photovoice project included group sessions, individual photo elicitation interviews, a short film, and a virtual photo 
exhibit.

Seven men agreed to participate and six completed the project. Participants for the project, all formerly 
incarcerated men, had previously participated in a trauma and resilience awareness workshop as part of the larger 
Trauma at the Root project. The workshop, titled “Making Sense of Traumatic Stress and Resilience: A Primer 
for Formerly Incarcerated Men,” discussed traumatic stress, including how it works and what causes it; drew 
connections between the different elements of traumatic stress and what it might mean in the context of the 
participants’ lives; and discussed how men can develop 
resilience and better manage traumatic stress. The 
photovoice project was intended as an opportunity for 
participants to apply the knowledge they gained in the 
workshop as they explored their own life stories. 

The photovoice team was led by the project manager 
and a professional photographer. The community-
based project assistant agreed to participate as a 
photographer but also assisted the team during group 
sessions. The professional photographer had worked 
previously for CCPHE and was experienced working 
with formerly incarcerated men. It was important 
to have a professional photographer on the team 
to provide the participants the opportunity to learn 
from someone skilled. It emphasized that this was 
opportunity to gain artistic skills and engage in a 
creative endeavor. 

A key objective of the photovoice project was to 
challenge the stigma that formerly incarcerated men 
experience, and use a strengths-based approach to 
highlight the issues, such as trauma and substance 
use, that men who have been incarcerated have 
experienced. To do so, the project team chose to 
provide participants with photography prompts based 
on common photography themes (see the following 
section for specific prompts). The prompts asked men 
to begin thinking of what they see around them as 
potential subjects for photographs. Using the prompts, 
the participants could highlight what they saw as 
significant in their daily surroundings. These photos, 
paired with photo elicitation interviews, built vignettes 
of the participants’ lives, highlighting their resilience 
through trauma.

I remember this sign from when I was a kid. When 
we first moved to Vancouver, my mom used to 
take me and my kid sister down to Woodwards 
and shop. You know, $1.49 cheesesteak 
Tuesdays. The fact is, I don’t know much about 
my family history. All I remember is where I grew 
up. I just know where I was born and stuff like 
that. The only thing I remember is the happy 
times and my family.

—Rickie
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GROUP SESSIONS
The project began with group sessions, co-facilitated 
by the photographer and project manager. The weekly 
two-hour group sessions were held at the UBC Learning 
Exchange in downtown Vancouver and included a 
catered lunch. Participants received an honorarium at 
the end of each session. The group sessions provided 
participants the opportunity to work with a professional 
photographer to develop their skills, share photographs, 
discuss the process, and reflect on each other’s work. 
By meeting weekly and sharing their work over a 
meal, the participants were able to gel as a group and 
create an atmosphere that facilitated open discussion 
about each other’s photos and the process of learning 
photography. 

Over the course of four sessions, participants were 
given a basic introduction to photography, including 
how to use a digital camera, and completed three photo 
assignments. The assignments began with simple photo prompts and built to more complex prompts,  
eventually asking participants to represent abstract emotions through their photos.

SESSION 1:
The first session was led by the project manager and did not involve any photography. This preliminary meeting 
was an opportunity for participants to learn more 
about the project, sign consent forms, and receive 
their first assignment. It was an important session for 
establishing goals and setting the tone for the project. 
From the beginning, the project was conveyed as a 
collaborative endeavor that could become whatever 
the participants made of it and that their work as a 
group would shape the final exhibit. This also meant 
setting clear expectations about engagement and 
the importance of contributing meaningfully to each 
session. Participants were provided with a schedule 
of sessions, which was created with flexibility to add 
additional sessions if the group felt it was necessary.   

Consent: During this session, participants signed initial 
consent forms that covered their overall participation 
in the photovoice project. It was also emphasized that 
consent would be an ongoing process over the course 
of the project and that participants would have further 
opportunity to decide how their photos would be used 
and credited. 

Assignment: To ease participants into the project and 
give them additional time to decide if they wanted to 

Assignment 1: Photo reflection using stock 
photos

Participants learn to use their digital cameras 
during a group session, March 2020
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engage further, the first assignment did not involve 
cameras or taking photographs. Instead, participants 
were invited to write reflections on stock photos. 
Participants selected one or two photos from a variety 
of options and were asked to write reflections based on 
four prompt questions: 

1) What do you think is happening in this photo? 
2) Does it remind you of anything? 
3) How do you feel looking at this photo? 
4) Does it convey an emotion?

The objective of the assignment was to get participants 
thinking about different ways that photographs can be 
read or interpreted, without knowing the intent of the 
photographer. It was an opportunity for participants to 
start thinking about visual storytelling before learning 
how to operate a camera and take their own photos.

SESSION 2:
All participants returned for the second session, which was facilitated by the professional photographer. He began 
the session with an introduction of himself and his work. He also asked the group to introduce themselves by 
describing a photo that they remembered as significant 
from their past. The group then discussed the first 
assignment, sharing how they interpreted the press 
photos and compared each other’s interpretations. 
Participants were then introduced to the basics of 
photography, including content, composition, lighting, 
and editing. Finally, participants were each given their 
own digital cameras and some basic instructions on 
how to operate the cameras 

Assignment: To get comfortable using the cameras, 
participants were given a choice of eight photo 
prompts and asked to take photos for at least five. 
Participants were also given instructions on asking 
permission to take photos of other people and when it 
is necessary to acquire a signed photo release form. 
Prompts included: 

1) People 
2) Places 
3) Landscapes 
4) Humour
5) Abstract (shapes) 
6) Self-portrait 
7) Colours 
8) Symbols 

Participants learn to use their digital cameras 
during a group session, March 2020

This is me at Community Connect and I just 
wanted somebody to see a picture of me doing it. 
Just a remembrance, I guess, you’d call it. My 
younger sister and I were always close, everybody 
thought we were twins. When she died two years 
ago, it impacted me hard. That’s why I decided to 
go volunteer for harm reduction and outreach 
work. I don’t know if I’m reaching people or not, 
but it’s making me feel better doing it. 

—Rickie
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SESSION 3:
Session 3 began by collecting all participants’ memory 
cards and uploading their photos from Assignment 
2. During this time, the group discussed their overall
experiences with taking photos and interpreting the
assignment. Once the photos were uploaded to the
computer, they were projected on the wall. Participants
were asked to describe their photos and the motivation
for taking them. The professional photographer
provided feedback on how participants’ photos could
be cropped and edited in post-production to improve
the visual impact. This was done to encourage
participants to understand that photos did not need
to be perfect in-camera and that photo editing is an
important part of a photographer’s process.

Participants each selected their five favourite photos 
from the assignment and were given printed copies, 
using a portable photo printer.  

Assignment: To complete Assignment 2, participants 
were given photo description sheets, to be filled out 
for two or three photos of their choosing. The photo 
description sheets asked participants to reflect on their 
photos using four questions: 

1) Describe your picture,
2) What is happening in your picture?
3) Why did you take a picture of this? And,
4) What does it tell us about your life? 

The intent of using the photo description sheets was 
to get participants to reflect on what their photos say 
about themselves and begin drafting potential content 
for the exhibit photo captions. 

Assignment 3 asked participants to use a different set 
of photo prompts. These prompts were intended to get 
the participants to represent more abstract ideas and 
emotions through their photos. The prompts included: 

1) Frustration
2) Fear
3) Anger
4) Resilience
5) Success
6) Pride.

Participants were also asked to start thinking about 
who the audience for these photos might be and 

This is life in the city, right? It was a rainy day and 
I saw the remnants of a crow. I like crows. I used 
to have a crow that would come to my apartment 
and I’d feed it every day. I don’t know if this crow 
died naturally or if a cat or a coyote got it, but it’s 
just the circle of life and it’s going back into the 
earth.

—Patrick

“Do not enter.” Basically telling me that I’m not 
allowed to do something. My children and I were 
laughing about how we were breaking the rules. 
Living and fixing, right? We see the “living” too, 
because we’re actually living now. Because I’m an 
addict, I take that drive that I was using to get 
drugs and I now use it to better myself. It’s a 
transferable skill. Everybody has it within them.

—Jason
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what they would like to say to those audiences. The 
suggested potential audiences were: the general public 
(ie. people who don’t know what going to prison is like); 
prison guards, parole officers, police, doctors, nurses, 
health care and social workers; family and friends; and,  
themselves. 

SESSION 4:
Session 4 followed the same process at Session 3, 
collecting memory cards, discussing the process 
and discussing participants’ photos. During the 
discussion, many of the participants suggested they 
had a difficult time creating visual representations of 
the more abstract prompts. The group discussed how 
to brainstorm ideas for expressing emotions through 
photography, including taking time to write down what 
each prompt word means to them and what things 
they associate with the prompts before heading out 
with their cameras. After discussing these strategies, 
the group agreed that they would continue with the 
Assignment 3 for the following week.

Participants also handed in their photo description 
sheets from Assignment 2. The amount of information 
each participant included in their sheets varied, with 
one participant suggesting he’d rather discuss his 
photos with the project team instead of writing about them. Although participants were also given description 
sheets for Assignment 3, it became clear that asking participants to write about their photos would not necessarily 
be the best way to generate captions with rich detail. The in-depth discussions of participants photos during the 
photo elicitation interviews would become a more important avenue for generating photo captions.

POST-COVID SESSION
After Session 4, held March 13, 2020, all UBC research activities were suspended due to COVID-19 safety 
precautions. This included additional group sessions and photo assignments. In July 2020, the team resumed 
limited activities but did not hold any additional group sessions. Following COVID-safe procedures, participants 
were encouraged to continue to take photos using the prompts they had already been given in the group sessions. 
Participants continued to take photos between July and August. In August, the photographer met each participant 
individually to collect their memory cards. These meetings were also an opportunity to check in on participants’ 
progress and have do a one-on-one outdoor photo session if they chose. Some of the photos from these sessions 
were included in the film. Participants were also encouraged to continue taking photos, although the bulk of the 
content used in the exhibit was collected during the group sessions or these one-on-one meetings. 

There were no set parameters for how many photos the participants needed to provide and the overall total 
submitted by participants ranged from 33 to 413 photos. From these submitted photos, the project team selected 
between 10 and 12 photos for each participant. The photos were selected based on a combination of relevance 
to the project and visual interest. These selections were printed on 4x6 photo paper for use during the photo 
elicitation interviews. 

This photo was intended to look like prison. Every 
time I walk by, I say, “You’re only one step from 
being behind the wire again.” I could be on this 
side or that side. I think about going back in all 
the time. If I do something stupid, I’m going back. 
I mean, that’s just standard. I used to blame 
everyone about why I went to the pen, but now I 
take the responsibility for it. I spend a lot of time 
saying, “Okay, is this worth the time? Is it worth 
the trip?”

—Robert
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PHOTO ELICITATION INTERVIEWS
After making an initial selection of photographs, the 
project team arranged to interview each participant 
about their photos and their experiences with project. 
Each interview lasted between one and two hours 
and took place outdoors at a location convenient to 
the participant. The interviews were video recorded. 
Participants were given the printed 4x6 photos in a 
small album to keep.

During each interview, participants were asked 
to reflect on their selected photos and provide 
commentary on the subject matter and why the 
participant chose to take the photos. Participants were 
also asked to reflect on the overall photography project 
and the process of learning photography. They shared 
what they hoped others (including the general public 
and their peers) would get out of viewing an exhibit 
created by formerly incarcerated men. 

From these interviews, the project team narrowed down each participant’s collection to 6-8 photos. Photos were 
selected primarily based on how evocative they were for participants. The project manager used the interview 
transcripts to draft captions for each photo. 

The project manager then met each participant for 
a follow-up interview to review the photo selections 
and drafted captions. Participants were also asked to 
look through the photos they discussed during the first 
interview and pick two images: one that they thought 
best represented the idea of “resilience” (what might 
convey strength and overcoming difficult times) and 
one that they thought best represented the idea of 
“trauma” (what might convey hardship, pain, stress, or 
more difficult times). 

The interviews were held at a location of the 
participant’s choosing, over food or coffee, and were 
audio recorded. The project manager used the draft 
captions to guide the conversations about the photos 
and was able to explore the photos in more depth by 
asking for clarity or more detail about what participants 
had said during the first interview. 

These follow-up interviews were a crucial component 
of creating the final exhibit because they provided 
an opportunity for participants to dive deeper into 
the stories behind the photos. For example, one 
participant had initially captioned a photo of downtown 
construction with a simple metaphor about rebuilding, 
but when prompted during the second interview, he 

It’s not about where I have been, it’s about where I 
want to be. Volunteering makes me feel like I’m 
doing something positive. Basically, my dad never 
saw a damn thing that was good in me and I had 
so much pent up rage and hate. But he never 
really knew me. There’s a whole different person 
under there. Volunteering is a chance for my 
mom to see a side of me she’s never seen before. 
This picture shows that no matter what you go 
through, you can always rebuild.

—Robert

On-camera photo elicitation interview, Sept 2020
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shared much deeper memories. He had a personal 
connection to that specific building, where he had seen 
a lawyer during a very low point in his life. This led to a 
discussion of his substance use, his relationship to his 
brother, and their divergent paths through recovery.

During the follow up interviews, participants were 
able to approve the final photo selections. Most 
felt the photos that had been selected were most 
representative of their work but in a few instances, 
participants requested additional photos also be 
included in their collections. 

The transcripts from the follow-up interviews were used 
to update participants’ photo captions to include their 
additional reflections and any edits or clarifications. 
The project manager then shared these final drafts with 
participants either over email or read over the phone so participants could provide any final edits and approval.

EXHIBIT AND FILM
The photography project was initially intended to produce an exhibit of the participants’ work and a short film 
about the project. The exhibit was originally going to be hosted in a gallery space, with an opening event. However, 
due to COVID-19 safety precautions, the exhibit was adapted into a virtual space and was launched via email. 
The short film was then incorporated into the online exhibit space. Because the adapted virtual exhibit format did 
not involve any physical prints of the photos, the project team decided to create an accompanying printed photo 
book. The book emphasized the creative and artful aspects of the project and provided participants with a tangible 
keepsake. Participants were able to share copies with friends and family and the project team shared copies with 
relevant stakeholders. 

EXHIBIT
The Shifting Focus: Snapshots of Resilience exhibit 
was launched on December 7, 2020. The exhibit 
content was organized by participant, with a page for 
each participant’s collection. Each page displays the 
participant’s collection in two ways: first as a gallery 
and then individually with captions. The gallery is 
displayed first so viewers can see the participant’s 
entire collection at once. Each of the photos can be 
clicked on and enlarged, revealing the photo’s caption. 
Underneath the gallery, each photo is displayed 
separately, with the caption next to it. This way, viewers 
can also scroll through the entire collection without 
needing to click on the images. It was important to 
create page layouts that both showcased the visual 
impact of the participants’ photos but also encouraged 
viewers to read the photo captions. The captions were 
central to bringing the participants’ stories to life, so 

Shifting Focus photo book

On-camera photo elicitation interview, Sept 2020
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ensuring they were displayed prominently was key 
to the exhibit layout. The photos of the participants 
and their short bios were intentionally displayed on a 
separate page, so viewers could learn about the men 
through their photo collections first. 

FILM
The Shifting Focus: Snapshots of Resilience short film 
was also launched on December 7, 2020 through the 
exhibit website. The film was created as a companion 
piece to the exhibit, providing insight into the project 
from the participants’ perspectives. Footage from the 
first individual interviews was used to create the film. 
In the film, participants discussed their histories of 
incarceration and substance use, their experiences 
working on the photovoice project, and some of their 
hopes for the impact of the project. The film was an 
engaging way to share background information about 
the project and allowed viewers to get to know the men 
behind the photographs in more depth. 

PHOTO THEMES
The Shifting Focus project provides a glimpse into 
the lives of six different formerly incarcerated men 
through their eyes. The broad photo prompts allowed 
participants to interpret their surroundings as potential 
subjects for photography. The abstract prompts that 
evoked feelings (Frustration, Pride, Resilience), revealed 
how the participants interpreted those feelings in 
relation to their own lives. Although some participants 
initially felt unsure about why they had taken a 
particular photo, the photo elicitation interview process 
almost always revealed a deeper story.

Incarceration, substance use, and trauma all figured 
prominently in the participants’ lives; however, by not 
explicitly asking them to take photographs on those 
subjects, participants were able to choose which 
facets of their lives they wanted to share. While the 
men did share stories of substance use, trauma, 
and incarceration, they were able to construct how 
those experiences fit into the larger narratives of their 
lives. Too often, the identities of men who have been 
incarcerated are reduced to their crimes. Through these 
photo collections, the participants were able share 
more complex identities. 

I thought of pessimism and optimism mixed 
together. These are my neighbors at 
Oppenheimer park, a very sad part of life. But look 
at the colors even in there. There’s a bright side to 
it. I always think maybe something good can 
come out of something bad.

—Giuseppe

For the last two or three years I was using, I didn’t 
even look in the mirror because I didn’t like what 
was looking back. Now, I can look in the mirror 
with self-affirmations. “All right Rick, you’re 
getting there. You might not be the most 
handsome man in the world but you’re living a 
good life.” That’s been my journey and it’s been 
wonderful. I’ve learned so much.

—Richard
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Although their stories are unique, common threads run 
through the participant’s collections. Participants felt 
it was important to showcase positivity within their 
photos, using beauty, humour and levity to balance 
the negative surroundings, situations, or reminders 
of traumatic pasts. Sometimes participants would 
balance positive and negative imagery within a single 
photo, such as using cherry blossoms as a backdrop of 
a tent encampment. Others added positive narratives to 
what might appear to some as negative images, such 
as a photo of a courthouse or correctional office. 

Participants took photos that evoked memories of 
friends and family. Occasionally there were photos of 
actual family members or friends, but most often the 
photos represented past memories. Many of the photos 
were reflections of the past, which led participants to 
discuss their histories and the journeys that brought 
them to their present place. 

Regardless of how long they have lived in the 
community, many of the participants experience daily 
reminders of their time inside prison. Participants 
represented these reminders most often through 
photos of their physical surroundings: buildings that 
look like prisons, actual correctional offices, and even 
toilet paper. 

Participants took photos to commemorate their accomplishments and the work that brought them a sense of 
pride. They highlighted the importance of giving back to the community for their own sense of well-being. They 
were proud of volunteering, working as peer or outreach support, participating in community groups, and creating 
art to share with others. This highlights how important it is for men to feel a sense of purpose in their lives and 
demonstrates the need to provide opportunities for men to engage in meaningful work after release from prison. 
The desire to engage with peers also emphasizes the importance of connecting with people who understand and 
share similar life experiences to create a sense of belonging. 

I love Maple Ridge Community Corrections and all 
the people in it. I managed to not only get through 
the shit hole of corrections, I turned it into a huge 
resource to rebuilding my life. My probation 
officer is a huge part of my recovery and my 
support system. She connected me to the John 
Howard Society, and of course that changed my 
life. I am very grateful to be a on the other side of 
the fence as a peer support worker. I set 
precedents, going from being a client to now a 
colleague with corrections. 

—Jason

“Art is a wonderful way of sharing with people, 
it brings joy and happiness to people. This is 
my way of giving back, by giving my art.”
—Guiseppe
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5. Impact
The success of the photovoice project was measured in its impact on the participants and the exhibit viewers. 
Participants were asked to narratively share the impact the project had on them, while exhibit viewers were asked 
to complete a feedback survey through the exhibit website. The virtual format of the exhibit and the printed photo 
books provided great opportunities for knowledge translation among important stakeholder organizations.

PARTICIPANTS
During the first photo elicitation interviews, participants were asked about their experiences with the project 
and reflected on what participating in a photography project meant to them. Overall, participants enjoyed the 
opportunity to learn new skills and engage in something fun and creative. Most had not previously thought of 
photography as a way to tell a story or connect with other people but through the project they were able to do 
both. Several participants reflected that viewing their every day surroundings through a camera lens changed 
their perspectives, encouraging them to look for moments and scenes that reflected their thoughts and feelings. 
Participants were also asked what they hoped the audience would take away from viewing their collections in the 
exhibit. Their primary hope was that viewers would come away with a more empathetic perception of men who 
had been to prison. 

Participant reflections on exhibit impact

Most people look at ex-cons as just bad people. They’re not worthy 
of anything. That’s so far from the truth ... Ex-cons can be the 
most creative, thoughtful thinkers. They just made 
mistakes in their life. So, that’s what a Photovoice Project can do 
for us, is help change people’s minds about ex-cons.

I feel like I’ve done a good job. 
I don’t feel like I’m incarcerated 
or that people will criticize me. 
I don’t feel like they 
will judge me, belittle 
me or put me down. 

If the public were to see the photographs, I would hope that they would see that people from inside had the same 
feelings that they did. That the photographs could just as easily be taken by them. And that they aren’t all 
distorted, monstrous things. It’s life and they’re just trying to make their way through it the best way they 
know how.

I hope people see the beauty in [my 
photos]. I’d hope they’d see the positivity in them, but 
be also, maybe be inspired by [my photos with my 
daughter]. That there is a chance to always change. 
Change can always come, but it doesn’t come easy. 
So I would hope they’d be inspiring and 
see positivity.

[The exhibit] will help the public get an inside glimpse 
of what it’s like to be in prison, to be an addict, to 
be an addict in recovery ... So, if they know my 
history, and they see some of the pictures, it might 
help them get a better understanding 
of people like me, where we come from, and 
what we’re trying to achieve in life.

Excerpts from the first round of photo elicitation interviews held Sept-Oct 2020 
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 Participant reflections on the project

You get to actually focus on some of the things you have to change 
around. You tend to look for things that are positive in 
the city, in the world that’s pretty well negative. Because 
you get to see the positive out of it. You get to see things that, I don’t 
know, make things a little better.

[The project] has really 
opened up my eyes to 
looking at things in a 
different way, and how you 
convey that through pictures.

Well, I’ve learned that I like 
taking pictures. I like taking 
pictures and to keep a 
record of things. I just 
enjoyed it. Parts of it. Not 
all of it.

But that I could tell a story 
using a small little 
camera and walking around 
the city and trying to get a 
picture of how I feel through 
the lens. And I found that 
really inviting.

[The project] was excitement 
again, and fun, and [gave] a 
purpose to do [something].
This has given me a 
reason to get up in the 
morning.

I found the process very good. 
It was interesting. There’s 
a couple of days I got to spend 
with my daughter, and we took 
pictures, and my son. So, I mean, 
I really connected more 
with my children. 

[The project] gave me the opportunity to try something I’ve never tried 
before. With my addiction, I basically did the same thing over and over 
again for probably 15 years. So I was utilizing this program to give me 
the opportunity to learn something new, to see if I liked it.

Excerpts from the first round of photo elicitation interviews held Sept-Oct 2020 
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EXHIBIT VIEWERS
A key objective of the Shifting Focus exhibit was to challenge the stigma faced by formerly incarcerated men. The 
exhibit was visited over 1000 times and the short film was viewed over 300 times. To measure the impact of the 
exhibit, viewers were invited to complete a feedback survey through a link found on the exhibit website. The short 
survey contained Likert and open-ended response questions. 34 feedback surveys were completed. 

For many viewers, the exhibit was one of the first opportunities to hear from men who have been incarcerated 
speak about their lives. There was an overwhelmingly positive response to the strengths-based approach used 
to highlight the men’s experiences. 88% of viewers strongly agreed that the exhibit had the potential to reduce 
stigma experienced by men who have been incarcerated and 71% strongly agreed that the exhibit provided useful 
information about the factors that promote resilience in men who have been incarcerated. Below is a summary of 
responses to the four Likert questions as well as a selection of responses to the open-ended questions.

EXHIBIT FEEDBACK: LIKERT RESPONSES

QUESTION 1: Please rate the overall quality  
of the exhibit. QUESTION 2: This exhibit provides useful information 

about the factors that promote 
resilience in men.

27 Excellent
7 Very Good
0 Good
0 Poor
0 Very Poor

21%

79%

24 Strongly Agree
10 Agree
0 Disagree
0 Strongly Disagree

29%

71%

QUESTION 3: This exhibit has the potential to  
reduce stigma experienced by men  
who have been incarcerated.

QUESTION 4: How likely will you be to share this 
exhibit with colleagues, friends, or 
family?

28 Strongly Agree
4 Agree
0 Disagree
0 Strongly Disagree

12%

88%

31 Very Likely
2 Somewhat Likely
0 Not Likely

6%

94%
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EXHIBIT FEEDBACK: OPEN-ENDED RESPONSES

QUESTION 5 

What was the most impactful part of the exhibit and why?

I loved that the men were able to speak in their own 
words, to gain empowerment and independence over 
their own resiliency. From my experience working with formerly 
incarcerated men the past 13 years, there is so much taken away, including 
dignity and hope. I think this project was able to return that.

It paints a (true) picture 
of formerly incarcerated 
people as PEOPLE. It 
demonstrates that 
there is beauty in 
every life.

How the men were  
so engaged with the project, 
even though one man mentioned 
he was “just in it for the $50”, 
but then became super engaged. 
The video was striking, and 
very relatable.

The quotes from the guys by 
each photo - so many poignant 
words - even being someone 
who thinks I wouldn’t stigmatize 
them, the poetics & the 
clarity of vision from them 
was almost jarring in its power. 

When Giuseppe remarks that 
solitary confinement haunts 
him to this day and links it to 
PTSD. This to me refocuses 
attention to the brutality 
of solitary confinement and 
away from blame and 
stigma.

My son went to jail and I  
think he still struggles with self 
Esteem and his future. I made 
a mistake - I am not a 
mistake jumped out at me. 
All these Men are Insightful and 
thoughtful. The eyes of the soul.

These men were able to use photography to explore their relationship 
to the world. Hearing their own expressions of their experiences was 
moving and convincing, and made me think that there is 
hope for them to have resiliance in the challenges 
they face.

You can see on their faces 
that this project has helped 
these men move 
towards something 
positive for their 
futures.

What a powerful exhibit. I really 
appreciated the film, as well. 
Hearing the voices of 
these men describe 
their photographs 
brought their stories to 
life in a really compelling way. 

The project also clearly 
demonstrated the value and 
positivity it brought to the 
participants. Projects like 
this are incredibly 
important to help 
break the cycle of 
incarceration.

Feedback surveys completed between December 2020 and March 2021
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QUESTION 6

Please provide any additional comments

Felt kinda life changing honestly, yes for 
them, but for me too. Haven’t had the opportunity to 
know men who have been incarcerated.

Great work, I appreciate efforts to reduce 
stigma and help people previously incarcerated, 
especially the effort to recognize trauma.

I liked that it was very impacting and also concise. I like that you really were able to capture a sense  
of dignity, compassion and humour for the men, and I found it very heartwarming and relatable.  
I love them! And that although you didn’t tiptoe around some of the negative impacts  
or experience, that resilience was the focus. It’s so easy to get mired in trauma in this  
work. It is a really well done project.

Feedback surveys completed between December 2020 and March 2021 

KNOWLEDGE TRANSLATION
Sharing the exhibit, film, and photo book with the public and key stakeholders has emphasized the importance of 
supporting men who have been incarcerated to foster resilience. The project has been shared with organizations 
working with men who have experienced incarceration such as John Howard Society (nationally and regionally); 
Provincial Health Services Authority’s Community Transition Team (which pairs a social worker with a peer 
support worker to support clients within the first 30 days of their release from provincial prison in order to prevent 
overdose deaths); and, Vancouver Coastal Health’s Overdose Emergency Response Team. 

The project has also been catalogued in the UBC Learning Exchange’s Downtown East Side Research Access 
Portal (DTES RAP), which provides access to research and research-related materials relevant to the DTES 
community in Vancouver.The Learning Exchange also released an article about the project as a successful 
example of community-based research that was featured on the UBC homepage.13 

The photo books were distributed by project participants among their networks, including peers, family, and 
community organizations. The project team also distributed books to key project stakeholders. Organizations that 
received copies of the book include DUDES Club, Men’s Initiative, Prisoner Legal Services, John Howard Society 
(Canada and Pacific), Warriors Against Violence, M2W2, Hidden Treasures, and Correctional Service Canada 
(including a copy for the library at Kwìkwèxwelhp Healing Village). Over 100 books have been disseminated and a 
pdf version has been made available on the CCPHE website.14

“One thing I started liking about taking pictures 
is that I saw the way I was happy taking them.”
—Rickie
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6. Reflections
The photovoice project was a fantastic way to 
highlight the unique stories of a group of men who 
have experienced incarceration. Learning photography 
was a new and engaging activity for the participants 
and provided an avenue to share aspects of their lives 
with others. The photos were an incredible tool for the 
project team to engage men in discussions about their 
lives, including their incarceration and substance use 
histories. The project team had worked with many of 
the participants previously but the photovoice project, 
particularly the photo elicitation interviews, facilitated 
a deeper understanding of the participants lives and 
provided an opportunity to discuss their experiences in 
much greater detail. 

Participants contributed thoughtfully to this project 
to create collections that express their own resilience 
through trauma. By sharing their stories, they are 
challenging the stigma associated with incarceration 
and substance use. Their hard work demonstrates 
the importance of engaging men in strengths-based 
activities that encourage peer connections and 
ultimately, foster further resilience. 

Please visit www.shifting-focus.com to view the online 
exhibit and short film.

This is the docks where they’re building ships to 
haul out the oil, and they have a refinery there. 
Now the lighting looks like musical notes so I 
titled it “Not Everybody’s Tune.” It sings songs of 
profit for the oil industry and the shipping 
industry. It also sings songs of sorrow, for the 
nations that it knocks out of the way and the 
wildlife it takes out of the green space and kills 
off. 

—Robert

“These resilient men have lived extraordinary 
lives, and to be able to help them shape the 
stories of their past and re-envision their 
futures has been a rewarding process for all of 
us. I hope it helps change how people see these 
men and how these men see themselves.”
 
—Jeff Topham, Photographer/Filmmaker 

http://www.shifting-focus.com
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“Let the chains that bind me fall behind me.”
—Robert
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  Shifting Focus: Photovoice Report    |   22

 

The possibilities are endless, the sky is not the 
limit. Remembering where I was to where I am 
now, there’s a big difference. I was hiding in a 
ditch from a police officer, talking to my son on 
the phone when I wasn’t supposed to. I heard the 
sadness in his voice because Dad’s going back to 
jail, defeated by drugs again. The best help for 
any addict is talking to a peer because we’re 
connected through pain. When you see 
somebody that was in hell and has pulled 
themselves out, you can see that it’s possible to 
get the life that you deserve. 

—Jason



Production of this document has been made possible through financial contributions from the 
Vancouver Foundation and the Health Canada Substance Use and Addictions Program
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